The 'Old' and the 'New' Public Health and the role of public health associations T he 'Old' Public Health was concerned with 'Unhealthy settlements, food safety, air pollution, water and sanitation, and waste disposal, which targeted infectious, toxic, and traumatic causes of diseases'. 1 The accomplishments of the 'Old' Public Health, on the whole, have greatly contributed to the decrease in mortality rates and change in the patterns of diseases in the United States and western Europe in the early 1900s. Thus, the leading causes of death had changed in the 20th century from infectious diseases to chronic diseases (what was conventionally referred to as the 'epidemiological transition'). Nowadays, a 'holistic approach' to health services is the foundation of what is now referred to as the 'New' Public Health: 'The New Public Health synthesizes traditional public health with management of personal services and community action for a holistic approach'. 1 Thus, comprehensive management of health services with a particular focus on disease prevention and health promotion has marked a 'new age' for public health. Yet, notwithstanding the enlargement of scope and focus over time, the core value guiding the work of public health professionals has long been to protect the health of the public, especially its most vulnerable individuals. The later has always been on the focus and scope of work of most of the public health associations all over the world.
Albanian Public Health Strategy and the role of public health associations
The Albanian Public Health and Health Promotion Strategy, informed by the WHO European Regional Strategy for Health for All in the 21st century (Health 21), was developed in 2002-2003 as the outcome of a project financed through an agreement between the World Bank and the Albanian Government. 2 The Public Health and Health Promotion Strategy responds to Albanian public health challenges and is in close line with the upcoming strategy, namely the 'Long-Term Strategy for the Development of the Albanian Health System (Draft -Albanian Ministry of Health, May 2004)'. This strategy encompasses the goals, the principles of equity and solidarity in health, the multisectoral responsibility, as well as the targets and actions for improving health in Albania. 2 Nevertheless, so far, there are no active professional associations of physicians, nurses, or other health care professionals in Albania that have become advocates for better public health. From this point of view, the initiative of the Albanian Forum of Public Health (AFPH) undertaken in 2004 is a good start towards enhancing the advocacy and partnerships for improvement of public health in Albania.
Pact, which strives for social cohesion among countries of south-eastern Europe) is working on a common set of teaching materials and has developed a common database for public health in the region. 3, 4 Also, a minimum indicator set for regional health monitoring has been developed and practised in postgraduate teaching programmes. 5 A joint project of the Open Society Institute (OSI) and the Association of Schools of Public Health in the European Region (ASPHER) has supported the establishment of schools of public health in selected countries of eastern Europe, with the main focus on development of teaching curricula at the MPH level. 6 Support of public health associations as key links between government, the scientific community, and the population in central and eastern Europe A project on 'Support of public health associations as key links between government, the scientific community and the population in Central and Eastern Europe' was initiated in 2002 by the OSI and the European Public Health Association (EUPHA) with the following aims:
To foster a major role for public health associations as venues for the dissemination of evidence-based public health research that is applicable to government policy. To encourage a link between public health associations and the general population. To promote multidisciplinary networking between public health professionals and institutions. To establish a strong public policy role for public health associations.
OSI and EUPHA selected a total of 19 countries to be invited to join this project. These were Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia, Moldova, Mongolia, Romania, Slovakia, Tajikistan, Ukraine, Uzbekistan, and Serbia and Montenegro. Twelve of these sent in a detailed application. After a difficult selection process, four countries were selected for the implementation stage in 2003, those being Albania (twining partner: German Association for the Health Sciences and Public Health), Latvia (twining partner: Society for Social Medicine, Finland), Lithuania (twining partner: Faculty of Public Health, Royal College of Physicians, UK), and Slovakia (twining partner: the Netherlands Public Health Federation).
Establishment of the Albanian Forum of Public Health
The Albanian Epidemiological Association (AEA), a non-governmental organization operating in the health field, implemented the OSI-EUPHA project from To increase awareness of public health professionals from all disciplines about public health challenges of Albania and the need for a common multi-professional association. To establish a Public Health Forum in which all stakeholders and associations in public health are participants. To increase the awareness of policy-makers and the community about public health challenges in Albania. To enhance and foster evidence-based policy.
Conferences with appeal to the public, regional workshops to collect information and establish a broad network among public health specialists and the community, and distribution of a monthly newsletter to all public health professionals operating in Albania were the instruments engaged to achieve these aims. As a result of this project, the awareness of public health professionals in Albania was increased by the distribution of a monthly newsletter. Furthermore, the AFPH was officially estab-
, three regional workshops were organized to include the different districts of Albania. In 2004, the second national conference was organized in March, attended by 40 public health experts. Also, plans to develop regional collaboration with other national associations are currently being developed.
These developments in Albania have been strongly supported by the twining partner (DVGPH) and the PH-SEE network.
Features of the AFPH-memorandum of understanding
A memorandum of understanding (MoU) was prepared by the AEA with support of the DVGPH in the framework of the OSI-EUPHA project. The content of MoU is summarized below.
The AFPH is a not for-profit and non-governmental organization. The AFPH is an umbrella organization. As such, nongovernmental organizations which operate in the health field and other relevant sectors in Albania can become institutional members of this Forum. Nevertheless, individuals not adhering to any associations can become individual members of the Forum. Individual members of the AFPH can be all Albanian citizens agedat least 18 years, regardless of their gender, political attitudes, religion, and region of the country. Professionals who wish to pursue a carrier and/or work in public health, regardless of their bachelor degree, are strongly encouraged to join the Forum. Membership is based on a voluntary approach. The activities of the AFPH are regulated and coordinated by an Executive Board, which is responsible for the organization of meetings and conferences with the participation of all public health specialists and civil society in Albania. Each institutional member of the Forum elects a representative for the Executive Board according to their own statutes. At a first stage, the actual Presidents or Heads of the organizations (which aim to join the AFPH) may be the born members of the Forum. Therefore, each institutional member of the Executive Board will head the AFPH in a (yearly) rotational base. The individual members of the Board can be elected as chairperson and vice-chairperson; however, they are not subject to this rotating scheme. All members of the Executive Board (including the chairman and the vice-chairman) have the same voting rights. Decisions are made by simple majority of the members of the Executive Board present in the meeting if they constitute more than 25% of the total membership including the two individual board members. At the same time, an Advisory Board will be established by decision of the Executive Board for a period of 3 years composed by the most renowned public health specialists in Albania, as well as international experts who have a long career in public health. This Board will advice and provide counselling not only to the AFPH, but also to all nongovernmental organizations, which may not want to join the Forum. Individual members of the Forum will pay an annual membership fee of 10 (ten)d. Institutional members will pay an annual membership fee of 50 (fifty)d. The AFPH is an open arena wherein opinions and options for rational health policies comprising all relevant issues of the New Public Health are discussed, formulated, and documented near the Albanian Ministry of Health. This will be a suitable start to enhance counselling and advocacy for efficient and equitable policy-making in Albania.
This MoU forms the basis for the development of the AFPH during the next 3 years and will be replaced by regular statutes in due time. Nevertheless, the MoU will be revised and adapted according to needs by an annual convention of the membership (Annual Assembly), most conveniently in the context of one of the AFPH conferences.
Current developments and future trends of the AFPH
The AFPH is actively involved in the public health debates in Albania. There is an increased interaction between the community, public health professionals, and the government. To further enhance this interaction, an annual conference of the AFPH was conducted in April 2005, financed by the twinning partner (DVGPH). The positive impact of the AFPH, the technical assistance of the DVGPH, the support of the Stability Pact, OSI, and EUPHA have played a significant role in the recent developments in public health training in Tirana, which culminated with the establishment of the School of Public Health and the initiation of the first MPH course in Albania in December 2004. The current MPH programme enrols 31 students holding leadership positions in local-and central-level institutions, as well as young aspirants who wish to pursue a career in public health.
However, after the end of the OSI financial support, there are serious difficulties with regard to funding issues. Therefore, without international support the problem of sustainability is rather questionable for national public health associations such as the AFPH.
The need to establish a regional Public Health Forum in south-east Europe
Notwithstanding the importance and contribution of local public health associations, the funding limitations pose serious difficulties for the future of such 'enterprises'. Therefore, there is an emerging need to establish a regional Public Health Forum in south-east Europe with a supporting Secretariat based in a 'neutral' place (e.g. Monte Negro). This regional (umbrella-type) association would require mid-term (3-5 years) international funding (mixed funds from the OSI, Canadian International Development Agency, EUPHA, and the Stability Pact). A regional association in the south-east Europe would enable the organization of annual conferences in the most renowned institutions in the region. Also, a regional collaboration among public health associations would be a suitable start for development of research in south-eastern Europe. 7 It would facilitate consortia research proposals as requested from different funding agencies. 8 Furthermore, the existence of a regional public health association would make feasible the establishment of a scientific public health journal for south-east Europe in the English language.
Key points
The Albanian Forum of Public Health (AFPH) is an umbrella organization including different public health associations operating in Albania. Yet, activities of local public health associations in south-east Europe (SEE) are scarce due to funding limitations. Therefore, there is an emerging need to establish a regional Public Health Forum in SEE. A regional association would enable the organization of conferences, development of research, and establishment of a scientific journal in SEE.
